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RÉSUMÉ
Le présent article décrit le dévouement de Proust à Ruskin en tant qu’autorité morale de 
son siècle et l’influence marquée de ce dernier sur les œuvres originales de Proust par 
l’intermédiaire de l’apprentissage de la traduction. L’étude examine les traductions de 
Ruskin par Proust (La Bible d’Amiens et Sésame et les lys) comme des transformations de 
l’allégorie en symbole influençant ses propres romans, Du côté de chez Swann au com-
mencement de sa carrière et Le temps retrouvé à la fin. Elle conclut que Proust réussit à 
intégrer l’abstrait et le concret. L’allégorie, le « trope rhétorique » de la cathédrale d’Amiens 
(selon De Man) aussi bien que le style ampoulé d’un bâtiment public victorien, équivaut 
à cette abstraction, et le symbolisme concret gisant sous l’écorce du trope existe en 
fonction de la réalisation chez Ruskin et Proust. Tous deux réalisent et le sacré et le non-
sacré ensemble.
ABSTRACT
This article deals with the committment of Proust to Ruskin as the moral authority of his 
time and, consequently, as a main influence on his own original work through the appren-
ticeship of translation. It examines these renderings (La Bible d’Amiens and Sesame et les 
lys) as transformations of allegory into symbol, foreshadowing his early Du côté de chez 
Swann and his final Le temps retrouvé) with the conclusion that Proust managed to real-
ize the unity of abstract and concrete. Allegory, a Proustian “rhetorical trope” on the 
Cathedral of Amiens (according to De Man) and the Victorian public building, is such an 
abstraction opposite the concreteness and privacy of symbolism, the reality behind the 
trope as realized behind the styles of both Ruskin and Proust.
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University  (133). At  the  time, he read everything with relevance  to Ruskin’s main 
subjects, medieval architecture and painting, especially the Pre-Raphaelite Movement 
and  including  the  craftsmanlike  ethos  of  the  past  in  comparison  to  the  present: 
Milsand’s study of L’esthetique anglaise (1864), Taine’s Notes sur l’Angleterre (1890) 
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he was, and together they studied the Stones of Venice, which, more than a guide-
book, was a comprehensive and hands-on discussion of architectural detail. Ruskin 
was  his  eyes,  both morally  and  physically:  this,  the main  thrust  of  the  following 
article, compels the conclusion that his translation activity, his immersion in Ruskin’s 
expressive world, was to strongly influence his own works, starting from Du coté de 











with abridged French versions of The Bible of Amiens (1885) and Sesame and Lilies 
(1865) – his own versions came out in 1904 and 1906, respectively – and he “either 
retained or amended [these], seldom abandoning them completely” (Baldwin 2005: 
420-421).  In other words,  linguistic  support came  from three sources: his mother 
Jeanne Weil  Proust,  “Maman,”  and  the more  thorough  and  acknowledged  aid  of 
Marie Nordlinger.
Of course,  it was necessary  to “Gallicize” Marie Nordlinger’s French; his  task 
was to render communication with the translation’s audience more natural. His chief 
identification,  then, was  culturally  substantive  rather  than merely  formal  and  he 
confessed, rather surprisingly, to Georges de Lauris: “English and American literature 
[is] closer to my heart than even the French” (de Billy 1927: 32). We know about his 
admiration  for Emerson  from Jean-Yves Tadié, making  the  “Oversoul”  and “Self-
Reliance” as almost as much a part of him as Ruskin’s blue gentian, embodied  in 
religion and nature. Moreover, we know about Proust’s symbiosis with George Eliot, 
particularly Adam Bede and Middlemarch, works that coincided with his “mercilessly 
moralistic” side (Edmund Wilson’s  insight from Axel’s Castle 1969: 162). But even 













proust as translator of ruskin    2
 01.Meta 54.1 corr.indd   23 3/24/09   12:18:45 PM
    Meta, LIV, 1, 2009
– I couldn’t see as what – nor can anybody” (Ruskin 1959: 262). But the dashes were 
serious  despite  the  joking;  they  were  free-wheeling  outbursts  as  if  staggered  and 
discomposed  by  the  loss  of  catholic  and  feudal  solidity.  Gone  was  the  world  of 
François le Champi by George Sand (1843) as read to him by his mother and restored 
through the semi-mystical technique of “remembrance of things past.” Left only were 
Verlaine’s nostalgic words of the 1870s about the Middle Ages – “Il fut gallican, ce 









piliers.” The  natural  imagery mirrored  both  the  flow  of  time  and  the  “stains”  of 
human contact on the buildings (Ruskin 1918: 188).
Man and nature, thus, were in constant communication – not “pathetically,” in 
an undisciplined or  “fallacious” manner –  and  the  “gentian’s  sensory blue” when 
pierced by the artist-sightseer-visionary could bestow a permanent blueness akin to 





way,  according  to Ruskin, was  a  railroad  station  and  “these  little  patisser  shops” 
(Wedderburn 1908: 128) where Marcel could have bought himself a “Petite Madeleine” 
and afford himself the pleasure and insight of a cake melted in tea, of a self loosed 
from  its  conventional  moorings.  As  he  approached,  Proust  gave  a  very  faithful 
account of the cathedral’s body in the preface to his translation. There were “saints, 
prophets, kings, sinners, judges and angels” all presiding over salvation, and in a 14 
line,  emotion-driven  and  un-Baedeker-like  description,  he  further  specified  that 
these… 
were looking down from their placement on the heights of their niches…[and] higher 
still,  removed  from anything beneath  the blurred  and dazed  glances  of men  at  the 
front…,  elevated  to  a  position  close  to  the  echoes  and  emanations  of  the  bells,  [so 
that]  you  will  doubtless  feel  the  rising  warmth  of  your  emotions  [at]  this  giant…
ascendance.”(Proust 1947: 33, my emphases and additions as well as translation)




the chaleur de vos emotions is an inwardly rising warmth and the effluves, the pealing 
echoes and emanations, make up an outward victory. And the “passion” is simultane-
ously Christian and generally human, transforming everyone into what Ruskin termed 
as  an  “iron  glow, white  perhaps,  but  still  strong”  (Ruskin 1918:  120). Through  the 
agency of divine sincerity – faithful intentions – the communion is made flesh.
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Such was  the  basis  of  Proust’s  first  novelistic  communion  in which Marcel’s 
grandmother appears. Though “ignorant of architecture,” “she would absorb herself 
so utterly in the effusion of the spire [overlooking Combray] that her gaze seemed to 
leap upward to it [s’élancer avec elle, Proust has in Chez Swann (Proust 1965: 78)].” 
The English (Proust 1981: 69) continues in the staggered rising of a cadence mineure 
(Crawshaw/Tusting 2000: 55):  “…the  topmost pinnacle…seemed to have mounted 





his work be  read as  intended,  intonation and  rhythm as well  as pronunciation.  It 
came from “the center of his being” (Cocteau 1927: 76-79) and there formed a “magic 
scrawl” or code (Proust 1981b: 993). 
This writing  in  the  sky constituted a doctrinal grace-note or “note of Grace.” 
Thus, Ruskin’s Bible of Amiens constituted a “History of Christendom for Boys and 











ing bonnet [Proust has the highly fashion-conscious un chapeau seyant, Proust 1947: 
260]…A Madonna  in decadence [de decadence,  stressing  the decline, La Bible 1947: 
260] with her gay soubrette’s smile. (Ruskin 1908: 128)
Proust notes the seriousness of this “new look”: 





“Mariolatry”  “one  of  Catholicism’s  noblest  and most  vital  graces” (my  emphasis, 
Wedderburn 1908: lxiii).
3. From Public to Private: Allegory and Symbol
But this Grace (and grace) was available only if one proved oneself by honing one’s 
artistic, moral  and  religious  craft  to  create  a  sum of  goodness  and  self-discipline 
through a general Christian work ethic. It was the result of a widely accepted truth 
in which the public descends – gracefully – to the private. As Ruskin had it in the 
1871 Preface to Sesame and Lilies: 
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If  there  is  any  one  point which,  in  six  thousand  years  of  thinking  about  right  and 
wrong, wise and good men have agreed upon, or successively by experience discovered, 
it is that God dislikes idle and cruel people more than any others:--that His first order 
is,  ‘work while you have  light’; and His second,  ‘Be merciful while you have mercy.’ 
(Ruskin 2002: 13).
In a letter to Georges de Lauris, Proust promised to live by these “grands commande­
ments de Dieu, une chose sublime” (Maurois 1949: 115).
Along with such public Christian rules to live by, Proust could fall back on his 
own Classical and Neo-Classical tradition, a formalistic stranglehold for many of his 
generation because of  the  strict  Jansenist morality behind  their backs, one which 
featured a “hidden God” whose intentions had to be guessed (see Goldmann 1955). 











of  cohesive  devices  to  rein  in  the  impetuousness  of  remembrance.  Such  need  for 
control must have been what motivated Jean Moréas (1865-1910) to defect from the 
Symboliste ranks of a Verlaine to join a Classically pellucid Ecole romane. Likewise, 
it was behind Proust’s diary notation that he regretted that Lamartine et Hugo were 


















Such  submission  signified  a  steady  interiority  like  that  of  a  Stendhal who  saw 
sincerity as the most important trait of the novelist – or even of a Rousseau who related 



























ing George Sand’s François le Champi in his last. 
These fictional experiences can be traced to the preceding discussion of reading 




Elevated “rhetorical  tropes”  (De Man’s  expression 1979: 6) had  to be unques-
tioned  and  unquestionable  in  their  imposition  of meaning  from  on  high  (“top-
down”). This is the brunt of Proust’s criticism in an extended note on “sesame.” He 
writes that Ruskin both confuses and seems to ignore the two meanings of “sesame” 







Proust’s  private  gentian  (also  beloved  by D. H.  Lawrence  in  his  poem  “Bavarian 
Gentians”). It was one with “the freshness of the morning,” a natural symbol rather 
than an allegory which, as he worded it, “humilie la beauté devant le devoir” (Proust 
1971: 240 and Wihl 1985: 111).
proust as translator of ruskin    27
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Notebook, France (Bergotte in two novels, Swann’s Way and Within a Budding Grove 
[1919] ) was a master of “extricating events and emotions from chaos,” thereby saving 
them  from  the  exaggerated  privacy  of  symbol.  Even more  important,  this  “rai­
sonnement” added the charm of attraction to a narrative or “l’inimitable sourire d’un 




















Pre-Raphaelites like William Morris, it contains books like François le Champi which 















cally and soberly, as  if afraid  to “try out his own wings”  in her precious presence. 
Nevertheless, with exertion, he manages to capture the immanence of the “overseeing 
power” –or Oversoul? – standing beside her and urging her to “kindle or restrain” 
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Arena Chapel of Padua as described in Ruskin’s Stones of Venice. Proust, in a note to 









Thus,  she  is on  the one hand a comic embodiment of  the  trait of “Servitude” 
carrying the “humble basket of pregnancy” rather than elevated virtue. On the other, 
she is a whiff of the scent of allegory, “transcending the singularity of…particular 
incarnations”  (De Man 1979: 73-74). Proust  expressed  such an  incarnation  in  the 
following style (with connectors marked): 
De même que l’image de cette fille était accrue par le symbole ajouté qu’elle portait devant 
son ventre, sans avoir l’air d’en comprendre le sens, sans que rien dans son visage en 
traduisit la beauté et l’esprit, comme un simple et pesant fardeau, de même c’est sans 
paraître s’en douter que la puissant ménagerie qui est représentée à l’Aréna au­dessous 
du nom ‘Caritas’ et dont la reproduction au mur de ma salle d’études,  à Combray, 
incarne cette vertu [ not capitalized], c’est sans que aucune pensée de charité [once again, 
not  capitalized]  semble pu avoir été exprimée  par  son visage énergique et vulgaire. 
(Proust 1965: 98) 
proust as translator of ruskin    29
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(or Lied) – Le bleu fouillis des claires étoiles (I emphasize the yoking of “blue disorder” 
in Hartley’s  1958  translation:  224). The  blue  gentian,  lovely  and  real  though  still 
mildly ambiguous, is doing its actualizing work and Caritas herself becomes a vessel 
of diffracted sunlight – not by any “pathetic fallacy” though fallible. She remains in 
Proust’s words (1965: 99) “comme réel…donnant à la signification…quelque chose de 





2.  This  rhythm was  tested  in  the first place by  listening  to  a  cassette  recording of  “Un Amour de 
Swann” as read by actors of Radio Français (1982), [winners of the Prix des textes français for the 
same year, and secondly by listening to the excellent reading of Du côté de chez Swann and Le temps 
retrouvé by Jean-Louis Trintignant in the Bibliothèque des voix de Paris (1986). 
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